Forward
When Chinese President Xi Jinping visited Russia on 23 March 2013, he made a keynote speech at Moscow State institute of International Relations titled: "Keeping with the trend of the times, and promoting the world peace and development" (Xinhuanet 2013) . During his speech, Xi proposed to build a new type of international relations with a focus on mutually-beneficial and win-win cooperation. He stated that:
"The world tide is moving forward with unstoppable might.
Those moving with the current will see prosperity, while those going against it will plunge to their doom; therefore we should abandon the colonial expansion or the zero-sum Cold War mentality and keep up with the trend of the times. All countries should jointly promote to establish new-typed international relations centering around the win-win cooperation. Moreover, all peoples of the world should work together to safeguard the world peace and push forward the common development" (Xinhuanet 2013 ).
His proposal in handling international relations has been closely followed by the international community, with wide interest in checking whether the initiative will be implemented in China's diplomacy. Under the initiative of the Chinese government, China and the 16 CEECs jointly launched the "16+1 Cooperation" framework in 2012. Ever since then, China has been actively carrying out "16+1 Cooperation" based on the principle of openness and inclusiveness, mutual benefit and win-win cooperation, and has achieved fruitful results. The "16+1 Cooperation" framework, so to speak, is China's latest attempt to construct the aforementioned new-type of international relations.
How "16+1 Cooperation" promotes a new type of international relations
There are four different ways in which "16+1 Cooperation" promotes a new type of international relations. Firstly, the "16+1 Cooperation" insists on not rejecting third parties and promotes the idea of open and inclusive international cooperation.
It has been 5 years since the "16+1 Cooperation" framework was established in 2012. So far it has attracted attention from the international community and the interest of countries and organizations outside the framework, with the intention of joining. Greece, Austria, the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, Belarus and Switzerland all showed strong interest in participation at different stages.
The representatives of EU institutions were all invited to attend the Annual Meeting of Heads of Government of China and CEECs. The EU's attitude, likewise, has also gone through a positive change from an initial period of suspicion to the present willingness to collaborate with China. Moreover, the EU expects the "16+1 Cooperation" to be the critical platform to boost The current diversity of CEECs in terms of national conditions, domestic politics and foreign policies is the direct result of European integration at different stages. To go into detail, some CEECs are EU member states while others are not; some are Euro-zone countries while others are nonEuro countries. As an actor who is deeply involved in the CEE region, the EU has contributed tremendously to the accession and integration of CEECs to the EU, but such efforts also led to the unbalanced development of CEECs. Thus, it is reasonable to conclude that the contradictions and differences among CEECs are common and almost impossible to reconcile. The EU has failed to do so and is showing signs of expansion fatigue.
The "16+1 Cooperation" framework has wisely and flexibly handled the differences among CEECs. Specifically, the framework focuses on the win-win cooperation and suggests participating countries should seek common ground while minimizing differences, learning lessons and sharing each other's successes in the spirit of mutual respect and understanding.
A case in point is that, so far, CEECs have put forward many proposals aiming to integrate with the "16+1 Cooperation" framework and the "Belt The third way in which "16+1 Cooperation" promotes a new form of international relations is that it never engages in a zero-sum game. Instead, it fully respects and closely watches the core interests and major concerns of the relevant parties.
The "16+1 Cooperation" framework initiated by China neither contests the interests of others, nor engages in a zero-sum game. Instead, it takes the core interests and major concerns of all parties into full consideration.
This can be clearly seen from China's deeds in handling relations between "16+1 Cooperation" and the EU. The EU has always been suspicious of China's motives in proposing "16+1 Cooperation", worried that China is adopting a "divide-and-rule" policy which will exert negative influence upon solidarity within the EU and the efficiency of related EU policies. The EU institutions and Germany, for instance, have voiced their concerns over "16+1 Cooperation" on many occasions. In response, China has fully acknowledged the EU's influence as a peaceful power and supports EU's unity and self-reliance, especially at a time when the EU is faced with multiple crises such as the financial crisis, refugee crisis and regional conflicts, etc. Moreover, China is committed to promoting balanced development within EU and EU-China cooperation through "16+1
Cooperation", rather than playing zero-sum games.
The "16+1 Cooperation" framework promotes multiple synergies between China and Europe, which has indeed reflected China's respect and concern about the EU's core interests. Here I would like to elaborate on the Many CEECs, including Lithuania, will play the role of a transportation hub in the construction of the corridor. In a nutshell, "16+1 Cooperation" has truly boosted China-Europe cooperation and will become a new driving force for furthering that cooperation.
The fourth and final way in which "16+1 Cooperation" is emblematic of a new type of international relations is how it is committed to creating a cooperative platform through consultation, to meet the interests of all.
In today's world, international relations are normally shaped by multiple, multilateral platforms such as the G20, BRICS, South-South cooperation, etc. They are more like mechanisms playing the role of functional platforms. Chinese foreign policy, in recent years, has increasingly given rise to platform building and participation, through which China expects to create new-types of initiatives for cooperation, and explore common benefits. More importantly, China seeks to promote a new model of international relations.
The "16+1 Cooperation" framework has shown how such multilateral platforms not only integrate a variety of resources, but also enjoy great popularity and a large voice in crucial global affairs. The platform, which gathers all sources of information and provides intellectual support, is established for all parties to exchange views, brainstorm new ideas, tap the potential for cooperation, and enrich practical cooperation. Under the general "16+1 Cooperation" platform, there are a range of sub-platforms that are more specialized and centralized, as detailed in Table 1 . As a matter of fact, "16+1 Cooperation" has been well-received in the past 5 years. In spite of ups and downs, most CEECs started to take a proactive attitude towards the cooperation framework soon after realizing its positives. A Baltic diplomat once told me that the Baltic countries are more inclined to join the cooperation platform initiated by North European countries rather than the "16+1", because the Baltic states are quite different from most CEECs in terms of history, national condition, comprehensive capability, domestic policy and diplomacy. In response to this, I said that differences never prevail over collaboration, nor do they prevent a country from joining a cooperative platform. The BRICs are obviously more diversified in terms of social and economic systems, size of the country, race and color. Still, BRICs cooperation develops robustly. The "16+1 Cooperation" mechanism has offered a new window and a rare opportunity for collaboration between China and CEECs. It turned out that the Baltic diplomat was convinced by my views.
In a word, China's initiatives regarding international relations has revealed a Chinese mindset of openness, inclusiveness and win-win cooperation instead of a zero-sum game, and has promoted the healthy development of a new type of international relations.
Challenges Ahead
Any pioneering work is expected to encounter challenges and risks. Lastly, while enhancing "16+1 Cooperation", China needs to wisely and properly handle its relationship with regional stakeholders. The CEE region is largely influenced by great powers. For instance, the EU maintains a strong economic and regulatory presence while the US continues its military presence in the region (through the NATO security framework).
Moreover, CEECs are traditionally regarded by Germany as its key partners.
Russia is also a key stakeholder in the CEE region. Under such a situation, how to properly handle relations with those big powers and organizations while developing ties with the 16 CEECs becomes a tricky issue for China.
While the EU is not as suspicious of "16+1 Cooperation" as it used to be, its Cooperation" framework is only a supplement to China-EU cooperation;
hence its function is relatively limited. This is especially true in the early stages of development. Moreover, the topics under discussion cannot be increased without restrictions in every important field, especially in the political fields involving security. To maintain the vitality of cooperation, strategic cooperation must be promoted and in this regard, "16+1
Cooperation" and the Belt and Road Initiative have achieved something.
Regarding the security issues faced by the CEECs, they can be solved within the framework of the UN, or within the EU and related sub-regional frameworks or regional security frameworks (such as the Organisation (4) To strengthen publicity, to insist on an "enterprises-first" strategy and to promote people-to-people connectivity. China needs to advocate the positive ideas of the "Belt and Road" initiative and "16+1
Cooperation", to enhance mutual trust, remove misgivings, and to expand the channels of cooperation. The process of publicity should be forwarded by China's enterprises and NGOs, with the Government's support and follow-up. It will be more acceptable to allow enterprises to give publicity, as they are better suited for influencing society and media. Enterprises always connect their own investment and "going global", with the political significance of the Belt and Road and "16+1 Cooperation". Therefore, enterprises can tell better "Chinese stories".
To increase funding for CEECs scientific and academic institutions, it would be important to establish joint centres for Chinese studies in CEECs, thus enhancing the understanding of CEE elites towards China.
